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Socio-pedagogical competence – 
better relationships 
Results from a development project on new teacher roles 

By Bjarne Wahlgren, Kristina Mariager-Andersson and Sia Hovmand Sørensen from the National Centre for 

Competence Development, University of Aarhus. 

The need for socio-pedagogical competence1 was the title of an article in the jubilee edition of 

‘Voksenuddannelse’ in April 2012.  The following question was asked in the article: Can more focus on stu-

dents' well being and learning benefits reduce dropout rates at Danish adult education centres (VUCs)? The 

article discussed a development project that included the competence development of teaching staff at five 

VUCs2 in the Capital Region of Denmark from 2012-2014. The aim was to increase the teachers’ socio-

pedagogical competence. The article ended by concluding that it would be interesting to see if the work 

would achieve the desired effect, i.e., to reduce absenteeism, dropout rates, and improve the quality of 

teaching. 

Now, three years later, a qualified answer has been presented based on the experiences of an extensive 

development project, the results of which are presented in the following.3 

The basic thought behind the development project is that the development of teachers’ socio-pedagogical 

competence elevates the teaching and learning environment, thus having a positive effect on student ab-

senteeism, dropout rates and grades. 

What does the development of socio-pedagogical competence include? 
Approx. 20 teachers at each VUC, called core participants, were included in the socio-pedagogical compe-

tence development course. During the process of the course, knowledge was exchanged between the core 

participants and all the teachers at each VUC, as well as the teaching staff at all the VUCs. All the courses at 

the five VUCs were practically the same, even though the VUCs are quite different. 

The competence development courses for the core participants included relational competence as the focal 

point.4 In addition, the competence development course included insight into different types of students5 as 

                     
1
 We use the term 'socio-pedagogical competence' to denote the type of competence that addresses the ability to fo-

cus on and handle the social elements of teaching. In an operational sense, socio-pedagogical competence is defined 
by a developed scale, which is presented in the article. 
1 A description of the 'New Teacher Roles at VUCs' project is available on the project’s website: www.nyelaererroller-
vuc.dk. 
1 A detailed description of the evaluation of the project and the methods used is available on NCK's web 
site, www.nck.au.dk in the 'Nye lærerroller på VUC - Øget gennemførelse gennem social ansvarlighed' [New 
Teacher Roles at VUCs – better implementation through social responsibility]. 
1 This approach is inspired by Dorthe Aagaard, who taught the teachers at the VUCs. 

http://www.nyelaererroller-vuc.dk/
http://www.nyelaererroller-vuc.dk/
http://www.nck.au.dk/
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a basis for the work. The aim was to strengthen the implementation of the teachers’ new socio-pedagogical 

competencies through various types of collegial collaboration. All teachers and students also received 

coaching. Some VUCs also introduced other training activities, e.g., during cooperative learning. 

Similarly, the type of overall competence development and subsequent knowledge sharing at the VUCs had 

a number of common features. As previously mentioned, courses were held for core participants and vari-

ous types of implementation activities were introduced. The courses and seminar activities included about a 

week of ‘training activities'. Implementation activities were on a similar scale. The type and scope of these 

activities varied between the five VUCs, but on the whole there was only a two-day difference (depending 

on how the time was utilised). 

Taking into account the competence development of the entire teaching staff, various types of pedagogical 

activities were offered, mostly in the form of pedagogical days. This is when the core participants passed on 

their knowledge and experience. The scope and type of activities varied from place to place, but in total 

amounted to approx. three pedagogical days spread over the project period. 

An important element of the entire project was the behaviour of the management team with the aim of 

securing institutional development and the sharing of knowledge. It was important that the management 

team 'backed up the new measures'. Therefore, in order to facilitate this process, competence development 

for management staff was also included in the project. The objective was to secure the ingrainment of so-

cio-pedagogical activities in the institutions, hereunder the securing of incentives that currently, and in the 

future, will promote higher and continued focus on dropout rates. On average, the competence develop-

ment course lasted for approx. one week distributed over several periods. 

The overall result of the competence development course is the presence of ‘heightened focus ' on dropout 

rates at each institution. In this context, somewhat formalised guidelines have been developed on what to 

do should one spot a 'potential student dropout’. Teachers and school managers have started to pay more 

attention to the problem. Consequently, as the socio-pedagogical dimension has been highlighted, the cul-

ture of the institutions has changed. This is a topic of discussion. 

In addition, some VUCs have introduced explicit individual activities. For example, induction courses, written 

guidelines on responsibility and collaboration between employee groups in connection with dropout rates, 

participation in employee appraisals (MUS), socio-pedagogical licences, special guidance courses and ’peda-

gogy of consequences’ in the form of boundary setting. 

Documentation of development 
As mentioned earlier, this was a development project stretching over almost three years. To document and 

evaluate the project activities, data was collected simultaneously. 

Collected data included electronic questionnaires that were given to teachers asking questions about their 

socio-pedagogical competencies and practices. The form was completed three times during the period. 

Moreover, the development of the teachers' socio-pedagogical competence was further described in a se-

ries of interviews. Ten teachers also completed logbooks on the socio-pedagogical activities they employed 

whilst teaching. 

                                                                     

1 Focus on student types is inspired by Steen Beck, who taught the teachers at the VUCs. 
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To measure the development of the teachers' socio-pedagogical competencies and practices, two scales 

were developed6. In order to identify the teachers' own perception of their socio-pedagogical competence, 

they were asked6 the following eight questions. Using a five-point scale, where the top of the scale was, 'I 

am very good at' and 'I could be slightly better', they were to indicate how good they were at handling dif-

ferent situations. The teachers were asked questions about the frequency of the corresponding actions. 

Scale for measuring socio-pedagogical competence: How good are you at... 

1. Giving each student academically acknowledging feedback? 

2. Praising each student for actively participating in the lesson? 

3. Talking to students about his/her personal situation outside the classroom? 

4. Giving guidance to students you dislike? 

5. Spotting students who are not happy? 

6. Creating networks between students you are responsible for? 

7. Reading social interaction on your team? 

8. Handling conflicts between students you are responsible for? 

The competence development of managers was measured in two rounds of interviews with selected man-

agers in March-April 2013 and August 2014. During management interviews, the initiatives that they had 

introduced to facilitate the implementation of competence development were described. In addition to the 

latter, the managers completed logbooks in autumn 2013. Each manager wrote three logs. 

Knowledge of the learning environment was obtained in interviews with the students and through student 

well-being surveys. The interviews included the students' perception of teacher interventions, as well as the 

overall learning environment. 

The measurement of changes in absenteeism, student dropout rates and grades was time-consuming. A 

common method of calculation should have been established over the years for all the five participating 

VUCs, to secure a valid analysis. Data on the three variables was collected for all the years the course was 

held, i.e., from 09/10 to 13/14. In the analyses concerned, the 09/10-11/12 course years represent the 

baseline whilst 12/13 and 13/14 are the course years in which the effect of the work was measured.7 

Are teachers becoming more competent? Are they doing something else? 
Have teachers developed socio-pedagogical competence and did they behave in a more socio-pedagogical 

way during the course of the project? 

                     
6
 The scale for measuring the teachers’ socio-pedagogical competence and their socio-pedagogical practices demon-

strated very precise metric qualities, and can thus be used in other studies. 

1 A considerable amount of work was required to prepare a suitable measurement method to secure stable and relia-
ble measurements during the period. The work was carried out in collaboration with Kirsten Habekost at Vestegnen 
HF, VUC and Susanne Gullander at VUC Lyngby. 
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The answer is that competence development has indeed had an impact. Teachers have acquired better so-

cio-pedagogical competence and they more frequently behave in a socio-pedagogical way. As expected, the 

biggest development is seen amongst the core participants. However, changes are seen in all the teaching 

staff concerned. 

The core participants at both AVU and HF believed that their socio-pedagogical competence was better in 

2014 than in 2012. The most significant change for the core participants at both AVU and HF is their self-

assessed ability to resolve conflicts. For the core participants at HF, the ability to create networks between 

students and the ability to talk to students about their personal situation has also changed. The ability to 

read the social interaction of a group and the ability to give each student academically sound feedback has 

especially changed for the core participants at AVU. 

All teaching staff at HF, with the exception of a quarter of the teachers, who assessed their competence to 

be highest in 2012, found that their socio-pedagogical competence was better in 2014 than in 2012. 

It can therefore be concluded that an effect has been seen; but the effect varies depending on the various 

sub-competences of the teachers. The most prominent changes in the competencies are related to relation-

al competence, which is a focal point in the competence development course. It can also be concluded that 

there are differences between HF teachers and AVU teachers with regard to what the teachers take with 

them from the competence development course. 

The teachers are now aware that building relationships is not only beneficial for the students’ on-going aca-

demic development, but also that it is a legitimate and important part of the new and extended role of the 

teacher. This is summed up by a teacher: 

“I think we have many functions. We do not just teach. I don’t think that you can be a teacher 

here without ensuring that relationship building works. We have just never systematised it. 

Perhaps in the past, I’ve thought: "Oh, it just results from my teaching". If the right relation-

ships are formed with students, we can almost drown them in knowledge, but if we don't do 

this, barriers are hard to break [...] I am now aware that relationship building is part of what I 

do.” 

Another teacher summarises an additional reason why teachers should have that which is described in the 

project as academic, didactic and socio-pedagogical competence: 

“There are three things a teacher should be able to. Form relationships, manage a classroom 

and be academically sound. However, the order is important. Relationships come before 

management, which in turn comes before the academic element. [...] If people do not have 

confidence in you as a person or as a leader, relationships may not matter. So in an academic 

sense it is difficult to manoeuvre.” 

The most important thing in this respect is that socio-pedagogical competence takes precedence and is a 

prerequisite for the other two elements. 

Both the core participants and all the teaching staff considered that they more frequently behaved in a so-

cio-pedagogical way in 2014 than they did in 2012. The exception was the quarter of the teachers who more 

frequently acted in a socio-pedagogical way in 2012. The change in behaviour is most pronounced at AVU. 



5 

 

For all the teachers at HF, the most prominent change was seen from 2012 to 2014 in connection with the 

frequency of how often the teachers talked to students about their well being at VUC. For the core partici-

pants at HF, there was also a clear change in the frequency of how often teachers responded to low levels of 

well being. 

For all the teachers at AVU, the most prominent changes were seen in the frequency of responding to low 

levels of well-being and conflict management. For the core participants at AVU, there was also a clear 

change in the frequency of how often the teachers talked to students about their well being at VUC and 

how often they advised students about their education. 

It can therefore be concluded that the most prominent changes in socio-pedagogical behaviour are related 

to students' well being. However, it can also be concluded that there were differences between HF teachers 

and AVU teachers with regard to what the teachers learnt from the competence development course. 

Teachers work in various ways with the relational aspect, i.e., because it is not associated with the tradi-

tional tasks of an educator. The teachers that found relationship building difficult, particularly close rela-

tionships with more personal contact with students, acquired some tools (specific) and knowledge to help 

with such whilst participating in the competence development project.  As one teacher said: 

“I've learnt to think more in relation to my role in front of the pupils and to be more reflective 

- and, perhaps, a little more proactive. That is, I try to have more contact with each pupil and 

act accordingly in relation to the information I receive in such situations. I develop my contact 

with each pupil just before and after lessons or when I walk around in the classroom. 

For example, I make some comments when I step out of the teacher role and try to show that 

I have a relationship with each pupil. I think I’ve become much more aware of this, and I also 

do it in a more targeted way in order to develop more personal relationship with the pupils. 

When this teacher talks about stepping “out of the teacher role', a linguistic distinction is made between the 

professional and social role of a teacher, as two different aspects of a teacher's job. This exemplifies the 

teachers who found relationship building challenging. At the same time, the quote demonstrates that the 

competence development of the teachers inspired the teachers in different ways. In many cases, it gave 

them specific relationship-building tools to help with such work. Thus, some teachers work in a very sys-

tematic way to ensure personal contact with students: 

“I follow my own rule in that I must have contact with all my students each time I meet them. 

If it is not possible to do this during the lesson, I stand by the door and say “thank you for to-

day”, as they leave.  At least eye contact is made.” 

The management teams supported this work by discussing it with teachers. One manager said: 

The new role of teachers means that we have to relate to the individuals we teach. Teaching 

is not the only thing I have to convey. I also have to relate the students in the classroom. 

Some find it challenging, others take to it like a duck to water. [...] Discussions on relational 

competence covers more [than] educational differentiation. [...] Students have changed. They 

do not turn up prepared for lessons. 

Students want to be ‘seen’ and treated like ‘adults and not students that need to be pushed through a ma-
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chine’ (AVU student). Another HF student explained what this could mean, etc.: “I think they’re very good at 

reading how to handle us differently. After all, the class is made up of many different types of people. I think 

they’re really good at handling the different types of personalities we have in class. I have never felt this be-

fore.” 

We can conclude that teachers have developed their social pedagogical competence, and that they more 

frequently employ socio-pedagogical practices. These changes are linked to various aspects of socio-

pedagogical competence and different socio-pedagogical practices. The developments vary between HF and 

AVU, as emphasis was placed on different aspects of the socio-pedagogical competence at the two institu-

tions. 

In many respects, no major changes have been seen as a result of the competency development course. 

This applies to several of the socio-pedagogical sub- competences and corresponding behaviour. It also ap-

plies to knowledge about student types and the perception of the relative importance of the socio-

pedagogical competence of all HF and AVU teachers that were not core participants. 

In general, it was found that fewer changes were seen in teachers who already felt that they possessed so-

cio-pedagogical competencies and primarily employed socio-pedagogical practices.  

You may wonder why the documented changes between 2012 and 2014 were not generally better, espe-

cially in light of the positive reports that teachers gave in interviews about their development during the 

project period. But we must conclude that change takes time. This is supported by the fact that we can see 

that there was a significant increase in the development of the socio-pedagogical competence and behav-

ioural patterns of HF/STK teachers in the second project year than in the first year. Based on this, it is likely 

that the project initiated positive development, which will continue in the coming years. 

Does competence development have an impact on absenteeism, dropout rates and 
grades? 
A diversified image is produced when we look at the development of absenteeism, dropout rates and 
grades. 

In relation to absenteeism, competence development had very little impact. A general pattern is seen in 

that the absenteeism of the core participants clearly improved in comparison to the other teachers. One 

could assume that this difference was an expression of self-selection, since initially the core participants had 

a lower absenteeism rate, but there is no basic systematic difference in the absenteeism of the core partici-

pants compared to other teachers. Consequently, this indicates that the more intense competence devel-

opment of the core participants had a positive effect on absenteeism. 

We can conclude that general positive development did not result in connection with absenteeism at the 

institutional level, as in some cases absenteeism is slightly increased in the large group of other teachers.  

Dropout rates fell during the project period. In the educational programmes, dropout rates were distributed 
as follows: 
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During the project period, the total baseline dropout rates at HF fell from 13/14 at all five VUCs. Dropout 

rates slightly increased at four of the institutions in the first project year, after which they clearly fell and 

became lower than the baseline rate in the second project year. The biggest fall was approx. twenty per-

centage points and the dropout rates of two other institutions fell at least seven percentage points. 

At HF, the baseline dropout rate fell at all five VUCs during the project period. The biggest fall was a little 

over seven percentage points. 

With the exception of one VUC, the dropout rates at AVU fell at all VUCs during the project period. The big-

gest fall in the dropout rate was nearly seven percentage points. 

We can therefore conclude that although no general positive change in absenteeism can be seen at the in-

stitutional level, a positive change is seen in the dropout rate. 

The dropout figures show that all the teachers at each institution will now be more adept at getting stu-

dents to complete their education during the course of the project. In many cases, the positive develop-

ments in dropout rates could experientially challenge the learning environment and increase dropout rates 

even with developments in student composition factors, for example age, during the same period. 

Factors other than ‘new teacher roles’ affect the development of dropout rates in a given period. Thus, the 

trend in falling dropout rates could be a general national trend. In order to verify whether this is the case, 

we compared the development of the five participating institutions with the development of four other 

large Danish VUCs. Overall the developments in dropouts rate were clearly more positive at the five partici-

pating institutions than at the four  ‘comparable institutions’. Therefore, it can be assumed that the 'new 

teacher roles' have significantly contributed to the concluded positive developments in dropout rates. 

In general, a diversified image is seen during the project period with regard to developments that occurred 

around the baseline at grade level when it comes to both the project's core participants and other teachers. 

In most cases no change is seen, and amongst the changes that did take place, there are fluctuations.  Thus, 

it is not possible to document a general increase at grade level during the project period. Conversely, this 

means the increased retention of students will not result in a general decline at grade level.  

What works? 
The overall result leaves a very complex image of what happened and the impact it may have. Variations 

exist between the five VUCs, that we cannot begin to explain on the basis of available data. That is, a dis-

torted image appears when one looks at each variable or compares the five VUCs. However, the overall im-

age becomes clearer as the period progresses. We can document that: 

• The management teams initiated more focus on the institutional culture linked to socio-

pedagogical competence.  

• Teachers are becoming more aware of the importance of possessing and using socio-pedagogical 

competencies. 

• The core participants in the project have strengthened their socio-pedagogical competence. 

• Most of the teaching staff now carries out socio-pedagogical practices more frequently. 
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• In particular, it is seen that the competencies and practices that lie furthest away from the tradi-

tional tasks of educators are the ones that have been strengthened.  

• In general, absenteeism at most institutions has not changed much, but positive developments are 

seen with regard to the core participants. 

• In general, baseline dropout rates have fallen for all courses at the participating institutions. The 

overall developments on all education programmes are better than at the four other major VUCs. 

• A general fall at grade level has not been seen. 

Based on this, it can be concluded that the developments are positive, although not overly positive. But the 

trend is heading in the right direction and the developments in dropout rates are generally better than at 

other VUCs. 

It is not possible to point to specific interventions that will solve the problems. But it may indicate that: 

• Development of the competence of managers boosts institutional culture and directs focus on 

dropout rates. 

• When management teams significantly focus on dropout rates and socio-pedagogical practices, the 

process is promoted. 

• Development of the relational competence of teachers is important for social interaction in the 

classroom. 

• Focus on the socio-pedagogical aspect in teaching changes the form of teaching and the self-image 

of teachers. 

• Work on plans of action strengthens the implementation of new competencies. 

• Coaching strengthens the implementation of new competencies. 

• A conscious proliferation strategy at each institution develops the competence of the entire teach-

ing staff. 

• Focus on developing the socio-pedagogical competence of all teaching staff seems to create the 

best positive developments when it comes to the learning environment, absenteeism and dropout 

rates. 

All these factors seem to have a positive effect on the course in general. However, it is difficult to say 

whether all these activities are necessary prerequisites for positive developments. Yet we can conclude that 

when the activities are practised in the widest sense and knowledge is thoroughly conveyed, the biggest 

impact will be achieved. 

The most important educational policy, and practical, pedagogical conclusion is that massive and elevated 

focus on the importance of socio-pedagogical competence changes institutional culture - and this change 

has a positive effect on dropout rates. 


